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John Barrett McGann, Pioneer in Canadian Deaf Education

Clifton F. Carbin
Donna J. Fano
OSD-SJW Archives and Museum

Introduction
This article1 is one of several sesquicentennial projects undertaken by staff of the OSD-SJW Archives to commemorate
the 150th anniversary (1870–2020) of the Sir James Whitney School for the Deaf (SJW) in Belleville, Ontario. Initially known
as the Ontario Institution for the Education and Instruction of the Deaf and Dumb (OIDD), it opened on Thursday, October
20, 1870. This article includes a condensed history of the life of John Barrett McGann, an Irish-born immigrant to Canada in
1855, and his founding of schools for deaf children in Toronto (1858), Hamilton (1864), and Belleville (1870), taken from a
forthcoming book by the first author of this article.

Figure 1: An oil-on-canvas portrait of John Barrett McGann.2

1
Adapted from the booklet created by the authors.
2
This portrait of John Barrett McGann was painted in the early 1880s by Ambrose Wilcock Mason (1851–1935), an eminent deaf artist in
Toronto, Ontario. He was a student (1871–1874), a dormitory supervisor of boys (1874–1878), and a teacher of drawing (1876–1878) at the school.
Between 1887 and 1991, this painting was passed down through the family of McGann’s second daughter, Cecilia Watson (née McGann), living in
the United States. Her great-grandchildren had no wish to keep it, so in 1991, their father, Dr. Boyce R. Williams, consulted with Dr. Clifton F. Carbin and then donated the painting to the school. Today, this elegant and colorful portrait, still in its original wooden frame, can be found hanging on
a high-ceilinged wall in the hallway beside the main school building’s entrance to the main lobby.
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Birth, Family, and Career in Ireland
John Barrett McGann was born at home on Christmas Day, 1810, in rural Kilkenny County in Kilkenny, Ireland, which lies
about 100 km southwest of Dublin. He was the son of Edward McGann, a farmer, and a mother whose name is unknown. It is
also not known whether he had siblings, but it is known that he had no hearing impairment of any kind.
McGann grew up mainly on the family farm in Clonmellon, a small village in Westmeath County, northwest of Dublin,
where he received most of his education. His first occupation was as a land surveyor in the vicinity of Castletowndelvin (now
known as Delvin) in the same county.
In his early twenties, McGann was a recruit in the 55th Regiment of Foot of the British Army and received his infantry
training at the regimental depot (headquarters) in Edinburgh, Scotland. The militia then assigned him to duty with the Ordnance
Survey of Ireland (OSI) to map the countryside and the boundaries of the townlands for valuation purposes.
On Monday, August 11, 1834, McGann, then single and 23 years old, deserted the army and went underground. His name
appeared on a notice in The Police Gazette (also known as Or, Hue and Cry), a newspaper circulated exclusively among police in
Great Britain and Ireland. The big question remains unanswered: Was he ever caught, charged, and jailed for the crime of desertion?
Next, McGann married Miss Cecilia Webb (ca. 1815–1851) in Rathfarnham, a village south of Dublin. Their correct
marriage year is 1839 and not 1829, a copied error in some publications. They had five daughters and one son: Euphemia in
1840, Cecilia in 1843, Edward in 1845, Harriet in 1846, Hannah in 1849, and Martha in 1851.
It is generally thought (although unverified) that McGann left the Catholic faith to attend the Church of Ireland Training
College in Dublin, with the goal of becoming a teacher in Anglican schools. Upon completion of his studies and around the time
of his marriage, he taught at a parish school from 1840 to 1844. McGann then moved to Booterstown, where he, from 1844 to
1854, was a “Master and Professor of Penmanship” for male students at a parochial school on Cross Avenue (known today as St.
Philip and St. James’ Anglican Church). He also served as a parish and vestry clerk.
In early May 1851, McGann became a widower at the age of 41. He remarried a year later, on April 11, 1852, to Miss Maria
Gale (ca. 1811–1854). Their union, unfortunately, was short-lived, for she died during childbirth in early September 1854.
(Figure 2 shows a portrait of McGann as a young man.)

Emigration
McGann wanted a better life for his motherless children and himself, so he decided to emigrate to Canada, known then
as “British North America.” By December 1854, the family had traveled to Liverpool, England, to embark on the American
packet ship Isaac Wright, bound for the United States. For whatever reason, McGann used his middle name, spelled with one
t, as the surname for his family on the ship’s manifest of passengers. The list also shows their appropriate ages. England instead
of Ireland is either erroneously or purposely written down in the column noting “The country to which they severely belong.”
McGann’s occupation is listed as “engineer” (sometimes referred to as a surveyor), and his second child, Cecilia, is listed as
“Ellen,” presumably her first name at birth. (She might have changed it to her mother’s first name not long after coming to North
America.) Absent from the record is McGann’s fifth child, Hannah, whose fate is not known.
After a 4-day delay, the slow-moving, three-masted vessel, operated by the Black Ball Line company, departed Liverpool on
Wednesday, December 20, 1854. The Isaac Wright voyaged across the Atlantic Ocean for 35 days and safely reached New York
City’s port on Wednesday, January 24, 1855, just in time for the arrival of the first snowstorm of the season.
McGann immediately sought out the acquaintance of Rev. Dr. Samuel Irenaeus Prime (1812–1885), an American-born and
long-time editor of the weekly religious paper New York Observer to help find lodging and such for him and his family. They had
come to know each other two years earlier, in 1853, when Prime had visited Ireland.

Figure 2: A portrait painting of John Barrett McGann as a young man.3

3 Image courtesy of Bryant Clark McGann, second great-grandson of McGann and great-grandson of Edward Webb McGann, sent to Clifton in 2016.
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Their Stay in New York City
Prime introduced McGann to the venerated Dr. Harvey Prindle Peet (1794–1873), the president and principal of the
New York Institution for the Instruction of the Deaf and Dumb. After he toured the school, McGann accepted a temporary
assignment without hesitation. From January to October 1855, he worked “chiefly in the capacity of a writing clerk” in
the bursar’s office and the school library, but he never taught there. His oldest daughter, 14-year-old Euphemia, was also
employed as a domestic servant in two private homes to supplement her father’s income.
With enough money saved and before winter came, the McGann family traveled again. After a long and arduous journey
by rail or other means of transport, they finally reached their originally planned destination, Toronto, Upper Canada (the
precursor of modern-day Ontario).

New Life in Canada
In all probability, McGann and his children first settled in East Gwillimbury or Newmarket, in the Toronto region of York
County.
On Thursday, July 17, 1856, McGann got married, for the third time, to Elizabeth Ann Brook (ca. 1829–1892), from the
neighboring town of St. Albans (now Holland Landing). She was born, educated, and raised there in the Quaker faith. Together,
they birthed three children: John Brooks in 1858, Elizabeth Anne in 1860, and a baby girl of no known name who died of
dysentery at 4 months of age in 1860. The two girls may have been twins.
With valuable letters of introduction from Ireland, McGann sought work either as a private tutor, schoolteacher, or both.
On Thursday, August 28, 1856, the County of York Board of Public Instruction granted McGann a “First Class License” to
teach. He taught in the vicinity of East Gwillimbury for a time.
By the summer of 1857, the McGann family had moved into the heart of Toronto. He became an English master at a
grammar school near the present-day Jarvis and Lombard Streets. His supervisor, the headmaster Michael Callanan Howe (ca.
1819–1884), a Dublin-trained scholar and immigrant, had a then-2-year-old deaf son, Charles James Howe (1855–1895). In
1888, Charles Howe compiled and published a 127-page book titled The Deaf Mutes of Canada, including a chapter by McGann
called “The Rise and Progress of Deaf-Mute Education in Canada.”
However, during the earliest times in Canada, McGann did not engage in deaf education specifically. He was teaching
students who could hear and supplemented his public-school salary in the evenings and on weekends to support his large
family, assisting in teaching penmanship and arithmetic at the Mademoiselle Fraas’ School for Young Ladies and providing
private tutelage to children of prominent families.
While living and working in Toronto, McGann made a name for himself in educational, religious, and community affairs.
He was an active member and officer of such organizations as the Grand Lodge of Ancient Free and Accepted Masons of
Canada, the Teachers’ Association of Upper Canada, the Church Association of the (Anglican) Diocese of Toronto, and the
Upper Canada Bible Society.
One evening, while walking on a Toronto street in late April or early May 1858, McGann stopped a young lad who
was throwing a brick at a 15-year-old girl. It caught his attention that the unschooled boy was deaf, and their encounter
triggered McGann’s interest in deaf education. McGann’s exposure to deaf education in the United States gave him some
confidence in promoting it in Canada. He advertised his plan for an “Evening School for Deaf-Mutes” in a local newspaper,
which led to his opening of a private school for deaf children on Tuesday, June 22, 1858, in an unoccupied room at the
Phoebe Street School. Advocacy for deaf education would dominate McGann’s life for the next 20 years.
By December 1858, after many public demonstrations of McGann’s work and his students’ progress, influential people
of Toronto formed a society to take over the management of his school, although they retained him as teacher and
headmaster. Hence, the Upper Canada Institution for the Instruction of the Deaf and Dumb and the Blind officially came
into being. (See the appendix for early newspaper articles on McGann’s deaf education efforts from the Toronto newspaper
The Globe.)
The Upper Canada Institution frequently moved around in Toronto to stay within budget and make room for
additional students, including a few admitted from outside the city. Some of the schoolrooms were rent-free for a while.
Their locations between 1858 and 1864 (Figures 3–7) were as follows:
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Figure 3: Near Queen Street West and Spadina Avenue, 1858.

A class with four deaf students opened in a spare room at the Phoebe Street School on Tuesday, June 22, 1858.

Figure 4: On Nelson (now Jarvis) Street, near Lombard Street, 1859.

A large classroom with plenty of space became available at the Toronto Grammar School, where McGann had previously taught
English to hearing students from 1857 to 1858.

Figure 5: 490 Queen Street West, 1860.

Commodious buildings were the first sites to include classrooms and dormitories on Tuesday, May 1, 1860. Dr. Beverley Robinson
Morris (1816–1883), an Irish-trained physician, became superintendent, while McGann retained his position as head teacher.
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Figure 6: 416 Brock Street (left) and 343 Richmond Street (right), 1863.

Two houses were converted into a school.

Figure 7: Near Queen Street West and Spadina Avenue, 1858.

Classes temporarily moved back to their original location at the Phoebe Street School.

Moving to Hamilton, Ontario
After 6 years of operation in Toronto, McGann closed the Upper Canada Institution in July 1864 and moved to
Hamilton, Ontario, to seek better philanthropic support. On Thursday, August 25, 1864, he opened the Hamilton Institution
for the Instruction of the Deaf and Dumb and the Blind (Figure 8) in some of the 54 hotel rooms and a row of vacant
stores in the Florence Block building on King Street West, between Bay and Caroline Streets. The school had a new board
of distinguished local citizens and enrollment of 47 deaf and six blind students. McGann hired two new teachers, Joseph
John Gurney Terrill and James T. Watson, who eventually became his sons-in-law, with Euphemia marrying Joseph and
Cecilia marrying James.
In mid-October 1866, the Hamilton Institution moved to a stately mansion, known as Dundurn Castle (Figure 9),
that had sat unsold and unoccupied for 4 years. Rent was $600 annually. With 40 rooms on three floors, it was a potential
site where McGann could permanently establish a school for deaf children in the province. At the time of its opening, 81
deaf and 10 blind students were enrolled. (Figure 10 shows students and staff looking straight at the camera, and Figure 11
shows pupils signing to each other.4 Figure 12 shows the annual letter that McGann wrote in 1866.)

4
Hamilton Institution for the Instruction of the Deaf and Dumb (Fall Session, 1965). Taken twice by photographer John Milne in
an enclosed yard outside Florence Block.
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Figure 8: Site of the Hamilton Institution for the Instruction of the
Deaf and Dumb and the Blind, 1864–1866.

Figure 9: An engraving of Dundurn Castle, as seen in Illustrated London News, November 14, 1868.
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Figure 10: Students and staff of the Hamilton Institution for the Instruction of the Deaf and Dumb and the Blind.
On the far right is McGann, wearing a light-colored hat.

Figure 11: Students signing to each other.
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Figure 12: A circular written by McGann in 1866.
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Forced to Move Again
A group of American businessmen bought Dundurn Castle around mid-1869 to convert it into a hotel (which never
came to fruition). As a result, McGann and his board commissioners received an advance notice to evict the premises after the
October visit of 19-year-old Prince Arthur, the seventh child and third son of Queen Victoria and Prince Albert, to the city,
including the Hamilton Institution. They temporarily relocated the school to two adjacent dwellings at nos. 29 and 30 Main
Street (Figure 13). Still lacking space, McGann boarded a group of nine deaf and three blind younger students at an Emerald
Street residence owned by his daughter, Euphemia, and her husband, Joseph (Figure 14). In the wee hours of the morning of
Wednesday, May 18, 1870, it was burned to the ground by a student who carelessly left hot ashes to reignite in a bucket (Figure
15 shows a newspaper clipping5).

Figure 13: Two adjacent dwellings at nos. 29 and 30 Main Street.

Figure 14: Terrill’s Earlham Cottage on Emerald Street, Hamilton.

5

Terrill’s name is misspelled as Tyrrell.
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Figure 15: A newspaper article about the fire.
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A Vision Comes True
Since 1858, McGann had written numerous letters to notable people and government representatives, seeking help in
establishing a permanent, provincially-funded institution for deaf children. He frequently took part in meetings and gave public
exhibitions in different counties.
By April 1868, McGann had brought to Toronto five deaf students (Elizabeth Brooks, Mark Ezard, Charles James Howe,
William Kay, and Sarah Story) from the Hamilton Institution to appear before the Ontario Legislative chamber. His daughter
Harriet and son Edward, in his military uniform, were also with them. They all sat close to the speaker’s dais, where the students
gave an exhibition demonstrating written English through ASL communication for the legislators who were about to vote on
financing their education.
McGann’s untiring and devoted efforts paid off on Thursday, November 19, 1868, when the representatives in the legislature
voted to authorize an initial grant of $85,000 for the construction and furnishings of such an institution. Belleville, Ontario, was
eventually chosen for its new site in April 1869. Masonic ceremonies marked the laying of a cornerstone on Thursday, August
12, 1869.
The Hamilton Institution closed its doors permanently in the summer of 1870. Because of his age, McGann declined the
government’s offer to head the new school in Belleville, preferring to continue as a classroom teacher. Instead, he recommended
Joseph Terrill, his son-in-law, for the position, but Terrill tragically died before the official announcement, not knowing the news
of his appointment.

A Permanent Establishment in Belleville
Under the original name of the Ontario Institution for the Education and Instruction of the Deaf and Dumb or OIDD,
the new school opened in Belleville on Thursday, October 20, 1870. (See Figure 16 for the newspaper article on the opening
of the school.) Its name would later change to the Ontario School for the Deaf (OSD) in 1913 and the present-day Sir James
Whitney School for the Deaf (SJW) in 1974. (Please note that the new school aimed at educating deaf students exclusively,
not groups of students who were deaf and blind.)
On that day, a large crowd witnessed the formal opening. The first four teachers introduced were John Barrett McGann
and his daughter Euphemia Terrill (née McGann); Samuel Thomas Greene (1843–1890) of Maine, USA, a graduate of the
National Deaf-Mute College (now Gallaudet University) in Washington, DC; and Daniel Raymond Coleman (1840–1931).
Dr. Wesley “Willie” Jones Palmer (1834–1888) served as the new principal. Coleman and Palmer were experienced teachers
from the North Carolina Institution for the Deaf and Dumb and the Blind in Raleigh, North Carolina, USA. The first three
pupils to move in that day were 14-year-old Duncan Angus Morrison of Grey County, 13-year-old Arthur Bowen of Simcoe
County, and 10-year-old Mary Ettie Grace of Norfolk County. By the end of the 1870–1871 school term, OIDD had 107
students (70 males and 37 females) in attendance.
The inclusion of Greene as a teacher is noteworthy, as he was deaf. OIDD was clearly supportive of the idea of employing
teachers who shared a common background with students. Historically, Greene was a role model for students, and his hiring
proved to be an important milestone for the development of a strong and vibrant deaf community in Canada. (Please note
that a biographical book, Samuel Thomas Greene: A Legend in the Nineteenth Century Deaf Community has been written on
Greene that includes more information on his contributions.)
As for McGann, he continued to teach at OIDD until his retirement in 1878. Two years later, on Thursday, January 22,
1880, he died from an illness, at home in one of the two staff cottages on the institution grounds. He was 69 years and 27 days
old. Family members, staff, students, and out-of-town guests mourned his passing in the school’s chapel (Assembly Hall). At
the close of the funeral service, a two-horse black sleigh hearse transported his coffin for burial in the Belleville Cemetery,
no more than 1.6 km from the school. (Figures 17 and 18 show the school in 1870 and 1890; Figures 19 and 20 show a photo
of McGann and some students in 1872 and 1874.)
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Figure 17: A nineteenth-century photograph of OIDD, opened on October 20, 1870.6

Figure 18: An early photographic postcard of OIDD, ca. 1890–ca. 1910.

6
From left to right: Superintendent’s house (built in 1877; still standing), main building (built in 1869–1870; demolished in 1922),
wood hall (built in 1877; demolished in 1964), and carpentry shop (built in 1873; demolished in 1964).
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Figure 19: McGann with some students at OIDD, Belleville, 1872.

Figure 20: McGann’s daughter Euphemia, surrounded by her students at OIDD,
Belleville, March 1874.
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An Everlasting Monument
On Wednesday, November 1, 1882, two years after McGann’s death, teachers, school officials, students, and the deaf
community assembled in Section M of the Belleville Cemetery to witness the unveiling of a monument, a chaste circular column
of bluish-white marble, several feet high and resting on a square pedestal, to honor this pioneer of deaf education in the province
(Figures 21 and 22). One of the inscriptions reads, “Erected by the Deaf and Dumb of Ontario, Canada.” Additionally, it includes
his surname etched in fingerspelling.

Figure 21: McGann’s tombstone with iron borders.7

Figure 22: A sketch of McGann’s monument.8

Euphemia Terrill, his eldest daughter, was buried beside him in 1927. She was 87 years and 21 days old. Her husband, Joseph
Terrill (1839–1869), was interred with his parents and other family members in a Quaker cemetery in Wooler, Ontario, not far
from Belleville. Their two children, Edith and Alfred, added a small stone in front of McGann’s monument with an inscription
reading, “Mother” (Figure 23).
7
Photo reproduction given to Clifton in 1996 by Boyce Robert Williams, whose late wife was Hilda Cecilia Williams (née Tillinghast), great-granddaughter of McGann.
8
Sketch from The Deaf Mutes of Canada (1888).
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Figure 23: McGann’s monument with “Mother” engraved.9

In 2010, 128 years later, OSD-SJW alumni and the deaf community became alarmed at the natural degeneration of
McGann’s monument due to long years of weathering and erosion. A restoration committee of three school alumni—Clifton
F. Carbin, ’66 (as chair), Keith G. C. Dorschner, ’56, and Christina M. Dorschner (née Bennett), ’56—and retired teacher
(1973–2006) Donna J. Fano was formed. They successfully obtained government funds through the Provincial Schools Branch,
Ontario Ministry of Education, for the project (Figures 24–31 show the restoration process).

9

Section M20, Row 13, Stone 13.
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Figures 23–30: The monument before (left) and after (right) the restoration.

The restored McGann’s monument was recognized in a ceremony that took place on Friday, May 31, 2013, in the school’s
auditorium with a PowerPoint presentation and a rededication service at the Belleville Cemetery. Representatives from the
Belleville Association of the Deaf, Ontario Association of the Deaf, OSD-SJW Alumni Association, SJW Student Parliament,
and the Provincial Schools Branch were in attendance (Figure 31 shows people at the cemetery).

Figure 31: Rededication of the restored McGann’s monument, May 31, 2013.10
10

Photo credit: David Bentley. Standing (left to right): Michael Gaetano, SJW Vice Principal Jim Harrington, Ken Roberts, Erika Stebbings, Donna
Fano, Debbie Sicoli, Wayne Nicholson, Keith Dorschner, Christina Dorschner, Rudy Lacis, Robert Ryall, Rusty Clarke, SJW Principal Linda
Ritchey, PSB Superintendent Kevin Cutler, PSB-SJW Superintendent Cheryl Zinszer, Danny Elliot, Clifton Carbin. Kneeling (left to right): Emily
LaFleur (student), Paula MacDonald (student), Dean Walker. Sitting (left to right): Marguerite Constable, Julie Maisonneuve.
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A Family Tradition
All of McGann’s Irish-born children by his first wife, except Hannah, and one Canadian-born son, by his third wife, had
teaching experience at some Canadian and American schools for deaf children. Some of their spouses and children also became
teachers and school administrators.
(McGann’s family can be seen in Figure 32.)
Listed below are some brief details about McGann’s children, most of whom followed in their father’s footsteps as teachers
of the deaf:
Euphemia McGann
Euphemia McGann (b. October 23, 1840, in Askeaton, Limerick County, Ireland; d. November 14, 1927, in Oakville,
Ontario) dedicated 48 years of her life to teaching. She worked at these schools:
•
•
•

Upper Canada Institution for the Instruction of the Deaf and Dumb, in Toronto, from 1858 to 1864.
Institution for the Instruction of the Deaf and Dumb, in Hamilton, from 1864 to 1865 and 1870.
Ontario Institution for the Education and Instruction of the Deaf and Dumb, in Belleville,
from 1870 to 1910.

Figure 32: John Barrett McGann with daughters and a grandson.11

Her husband, Joseph John Gurney Terrill (b. November 18, 1839, in Cold Creek [near Wooler], Ontario; d. December
7, 1869, in Hamilton, Ontario), whom she married on Thursday, June 22, 1865, was also a teacher, having taught only at the
Institution for the Instruction of the Deaf and Dumb, in Hamilton, from 1864 to 1869.
One of their two offspring and the granddaughter of John Barrett McGann, Edith Josephine LeRoy Terrill (b. June 21,
1866, in Hamilton, Ontario; d. November 28, 1943, in Oakville, Ontario), worked as a teacher at the following schools:
11
From left to right: Harriet “Hattie” Elizabeth McGann, Cecilia Watson (née McGann), Euphemia Terrill (née McGann), Martha
“Mossie” McGann, and an unidentified grandson. Absent: His son, Edward Webb McGann.
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•
•

Mackay Institution for Protestant Deaf-Mutes, in Montreal, Quebec, from 1883 to 1888 and 1890 to 1893.
Central New York Institute for Deaf-Mutes, in Rome, New York, USA, from 1888 to 1890.
In 1893, Edith married a medical doctor, James Moffitt Forster, and became a full-time homemaker.

Cecilia McGann
Cecilia McGann (b. December 1, 1843, in Booterstown, Dublin County, Ireland; d. August 11, 1930, in Sioux Falls, South
Dakota, USA) had roles as a teacher, a matron, or both at the following schools:
•
•
•
•

Upper Canada Institution for the Instruction of the Deaf and Dumb, in Toronto, from 1862 to 1864.
Institution for the Instruction of the Deaf and Dumb, in Hamilton, from 1864 to 1865.
Washington School for Defective Youth, in Vancouver, Washington, USA, from 1887 to 1906. This school is known today 		
as the Washington School for the Deaf.
Idaho State School for the Deaf, in Boise, Idaho, USA, from 1906 to 1909. This school was moved to Gooding in 1910.

On Tuesday, December 27, 1864, Cecilia married James T. Watson (b. May 5, 1840, in Almonte, Ontario; d. November 15,
1920, in Vancouver, Washington, USA), who taught at the following schools:
•
•
•
•

Institution for the Instruction of the Deaf and Dumb, in Hamilton, Ontario, from 1864 to 1870.
Ontario Institution for the Education and Instruction of the Deaf and Dumb, in Belleville, from 1870 to 1887.
Washington School for Defective Youth, in Vancouver, Washington, USA, from 1887 to 1906. He also held the position of 		
founding director (a.k.a. superintendent). This school is known today as the Washington School for the Deaf.
Idaho State School for the Deaf, in Boise, Idaho, USA, from 1906 to 1909. He also had the role of the first superintendent. 		
This school was moved to Gooding in 1910.

The Watsons had three children, all of whom subsequently became involved in a similar profession as their parents.
Their first child and the grandson of John Barrett McGann, John Calvin Watson (b. July 15, 1866, in Hamilton, Ontario; d.
January 13, 1943, in Sacramento, California, USA), was employed as a teacher at the following schools:
•
•
•
•

Texas Deaf and Dumb Asylum, in Austin, Texas, USA, from May 1883 to August 1884.
Minnesota Institute for the Education of the Deaf and Dumb, in Faribault, Minnesota, USA, from 1884 to 1888.
Washington School for Defective Youth, in Vancouver, Washington, USA, from 1888 to 1889 and 1890 to 1892. This 		
school is known today as the Washington School for the Deaf.
Manitoba Institution for the Education of the Deaf and Dumb, in Winnipeg, from 1888 to 1890. He was also the first 		
principal.

In the summer of 1893, he became a lawyer and started a private practice in California.
Their second child and grandson of John Barrett McGann, Cecil Rupert Watson (b. June 7, 1869, in Hamilton, Ontario; d.
January 19, 1912, in Portland, Oregon, USA), was a teacher at the following schools:
•
•
•
•
•

Washington School for Defective Youth, in Vancouver, Washington, USA, 1888. This school is known today as the 		
Washington School for the Deaf.
Mackay Institution for Protestant Deaf-Mutes, in Montreal, Quebec, from January 1888 to June 1889.
Kansas School for the Deaf, in Olathe, Kansas, USA, from 1889 to 1891.
Minnesota School for the Deaf, in Faribault, Minnesota, USA, 1891.
Missouri State Institution for the Deaf and Dumb, in Fulton, Missouri, USA, 1891 to 1901. By 1898, he had dual positions 		
as a teacher and assistant superintendent.

Cecil quit teaching for health reasons and moved to Portland, Oregon, USA, where he became a traveling salesman for a
wholesale grocer.
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Their third child and granddaughter of John Barrett McGann, Hilda Beatrice Watson (b. May 9, 1876, in Belleville,
Ontario; d. January 3, 1946, in Takoma Park, Maryland, USA), worked as a teacher at Washington School for Defective Youth,
in Vancouver, USA, from 1895 to 1899. This school is known today as the Washington School for the Deaf.
Her husband was Edward Stansbury Tillinghast (b. October 27, 1873, in Raleigh, North Carolina, USA; d. June 8, 1946,
in Takoma Park, Maryland, USA), the son of deaf parents. They were married on Monday, August 7, 1899, in San Francisco,
California, USA, during his 1894–1900 tenure as superintendent at the Montana School for the Deaf, in Boulder, Montana,
USA. He represented the second generation of probably the most prominent Tillinghast family of teachers and administrators
in private and residential schools for deaf children across the United States. Throughout her married life, Hilda was a school
matron.
The Tillinghasts had two children, the great-grandchildren of John Barrett McGann, Hilda Cecilia Tillinghast (b. August
23, 1902, in Morgantown, North Carolina, USA; d. January 12, 1989, in Washington, DC, USA) and Edward Watson Tillinghast
(b. January 21, 1909, in Salem, Oregon, USA; d. February 1, 1985, in Tucson, Arizona, USA). They were successful educators and
administrators at different schools for the deaf.
In October 1970, their daughter, Hilda (then Mrs. Boyce Williams), was the only relative of McGann among a crowd of
distinguished visitors, government officials, current and former staff, students, and alumni in Belleville to commemorate the
100th anniversary of the Ontario School for the Deaf (now the Sir James Whitney School for the Deaf).
Edward Webb McGann
Edward McGann (b. October 28, 1845, in Booterstown, Dublin County, Ireland; d. May 16, 1923, in Norfolk, Virginia, USA)
was a military man but taught at the Institution for the Instruction of the Deaf and Dumb, in Hamilton, between 1864 and 1870.
Edward was a private (1865–1870) and corporal (1870–1871) with No. 1 Company of the 13th Battalion of the Volunteer
Militia Infantry of Hamilton. In 1866, he fought in the Fenian Raids at Ridgeway. Edward left Canada in 1871 to enlist with the
weather service of the U.S. Army Signal Corps, a career he retired from in 1919. He was twice married, in 1874 and 1896; none
of his children and their descendants became educators of the deaf.
Harriet “Hattie” Elizabeth McGann
Harriet McGann (b. December 1, 1846, in Booterstown, Dublin County, Ireland; d. November 15, 1919, in Toronto, Ontario)
learned the teaching profession through observation and experiences at her father’s schools. She eventually taught articulation at
the following schools:
•
•

Michigan School for the Deaf, in Flint, Michigan, USA, from 1876 to 1881.
Mackay Institution for Protestant Deaf-Mutes and the Blind, in Montreal, Quebec, from 1881 to 1882. She then was acting
principal from 1882 to 1883 and superintendent from 1883 to 1917.

She and John Imrie Ashcroft (b. June 23, 1861, in Montreal, Quebec; d. November 30, 1891, in Montreal, Quebec) were
married on Saturday, June 22, 1889. He was also a teacher of deaf children at the following schools:
•
•
•

Mackay Institution for Protestant Deaf-Mutes and the Blind, in Montreal, Quebec, 1884 to 1887 and 1889 to 1891. He was
also a superintendent, a position he held jointly with his wife, from 1889 to 1891.
Washington School for Defective Youth, in Vancouver, Washington, USA, from February 1888 to June 1888. This school is
known today as the Washington School for the Deaf.
British Columbia School for Deaf-Mutes and the Blind, in Victoria. He founded it in 1888, was the sole teacher, and 		
closed it in 1889.

The Ashcrofts had no children.
Martha “Mossie” McGann
Martha McGann (b. March 16, 1851, in Booterstown, Dublin County, Ireland; d. October 29, 1888, in Jackson, Mississippi,
USA) received her teacher training from her sister Harriet at the Mackay Institution for Protestant Deaf-Mutes and the Blind
in Montreal, Quebec. She then went south of the border to become an articulation teacher at the Mississippi Institution for the
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Education of the Deaf and Dumb, in Jackson, Mississippi, USA, from November 1882 until her unexpected death from typhoid
fever in 1888. At the time of her passing, Mossie was not married.
John Brooks McGann
John McGann (b. October 13, 1858, in Toronto, Ontario; d. September 7, 1901, in Reading, Pennsylvania, USA) was the
oldest of three children from his father’s third marriage and the only one who had an interest in deaf education. He taught at the
following schools:
•
•

Mrs. Adams’s Boarding and Day School of Articulation and Lip Reading for Deaf and Deaf Semi-Mutes, in Hamilton, 		
Ontario, from 1877 to 1879.
West Virginia Institution for the Education of the Deaf and Dumb and the Blind, in Romney, West Virginia, USA, from 		
1880 to 1883.

The junior McGann got married in 1888, became a newspaper editor and reporter working in different towns and cities in
Maryland and Pennsylvania, and did some interpreting for deaf people. Neither of his two children married or had much
interest in a teaching or reporting career like their father’s.

Installation of Street Name Signage
For the school’s 130th anniversary, on Friday, October 20, 2000, there was a small ceremony to install a road sign reading,
“McGann St.” The Belleville Association of the Deaf donated the sum for the brass nameplate and post (Figure 33).
The new signage, which is not an official part of the city’s public streets, identifies the lane on the west side of the school’s
oval road, starting from the south entrance off Dundas Street West and continuing northward past the left side of the main
school building toward where the old school farm was located from 1870 to 1961.

Figure 33: A street sign labeling McGann St. in Belleville.12

12

Photo credited: Donna Fano.
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Appendix: Early newspaper articles about McGann’s initial efforts regarding deaf education.

					

The Globe (Toronto, C.W.), November 7, 1857.

The Globe (Toronto, C.W.), May 6, 1858.

The Globe (Toronto, C.W.), July 12, 1858.

The Globe (Toronto, C.W.), December 9, 1858.
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The Globe (Toronto, C.W.), February 5, 1959.

The Globe (Toronto, C.W.), August 15, 1859.

The Globe (Toronto, C.W.), February 2, 1860.
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